Abstract. Information about the wide-field plate archives located in Europe is presented. The total number of wide-field plates stored in 230 archives in Europe (including the former Soviet Union republics) is estimated to about 1 140 000 or 56% of all known wide-field plates in the world. The analysis of the European wide-field plate archives shows that they represent a considerable resource for various astronomical investigations.
I. INTRODUCTION
and later Jaschek (1988 Jaschek ( , 1989 were the first to draw attention of astronomers to a vast amount of archived photographic observations which have been accumulated over a period of a century. Summing the information from 70 observatories, they estimated the total number of plates (independent of the field size) to be about 1.5 million.
In 1991 in the frame of the I AU Commission 9 Working Group on Wide-Field Imaging (now on Sky Surveys) the preparation of the Wide-Field Plate Database was started in Sofia (WFPDB, Tsvetkov et al. 1998 ). This database (http://www.skyarchive.org) contains (1) a catalogue of all known archives of wide-field (>1°) plates and (2) a merged catalogue of wide-field plates. The Catalogue of WideField Plate Archives includes 337 archives with an estimated total number of 2 036 179 plates, while the catalogue of wide-field plates contains 323 635 plates from 57 archives to date. The data for about another 100 000 plates are being prepared for inclusion into the database. The WFPDB is accessible on-line through the VizieR catalogue browser in CDS-Strasbourg at http://vizier.u-strasbg.fr/cats/VI.htx (Catalogue No. VI/90) . Recently a step towards the creation of a European Plate Center was made at the Royal Observatory of Belgium, Brussels (see http://midasf.oma.be/~fido/ovid.html). In this connection we examine here the contents of the WFPDB concerning the wide-field plate archives in Europe (see also Tsvetkov et al. 2000) .
THE EUROPEAN ARCHIVES IN THE WIDE-FIELD PLATE DATABASE
We first processed the data in the Catalogue of Wide-Field Plate Archives in order to find out how the number of plates is distributed in the continents (Fig. 1) . In calculating this distribution, we did not use only the geographical borders of Europe, assuming as "European" all archives situated in the territory of the former Soviet Union (FSU). Let us also note that some of the plate archives located in Europe have been obtained in observatories outside it. The total number of wide-field plates in Europe is about 1140 000 which is 56% of the total amount of wide-field plates in the world. We have found from comparison of our data with Hauck's and the Jaschek's data that probably about another 80000 plates, partly wide-field ones for which we still do not possess information, exist in the European plate vaults.
The European wide-field plates are stored in 230 archives located in 68 observatories/institutes as seen in Table 1 . Most of the plates are direct observations while the portion of the objective-prism plates is only about 4%. The great majority of the archived wide-field plates have been obtained with instruments with aperture < 0.4 m. So far the information for 316 907 plates from 56 archives (28% of all wide-field plates in Europe) is included in the WFPDB. In Fig. 2 the distribution of the number of European plates in different regions is shown. More than half of the plates are in the Western and Central Europe and nearly 40% (450 000) are in Russia and the FSU republics. Distribution of the number of plates by countries, separately for the direct plates and the objective prism plates, is shown in Fig. 3 Fig. 3 . Distribution of the number of wide-field plates in Europe by countries.
CONCLUSIONS
The existing 230 wide-field plate archives in Europe contain 1139 224 plates representing more than half of all known widefield plates obtained with professional instruments worldwide. Plate vaults are mostly concentrated in Western Europe, but large collections of plates are also kept in Russia and the FSU republics. A basic source of information for the archived wide-field observations is the WFPDB, now containing the data for 30% of all wide-field plates in Europe. It is expected that the planned creation of a Central Plate Store Unit for the European plate archives will greatly encourage the effective use of the archived photographic observations.
